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Introduction 

Composition of crystalline materials is known to be one of the factors determining their physi-

cal properties. Therefore, it is not surprising that in recent decades there has been a sharp increase in 

interest in multicomponent materials. A special place among such materials is occupied by high-

entropy alloys (HEAs) containing five or more components [1]. This feature of the composition, 

causing distortions of the crystal lattice, has a significant influence on many physical properties of 

materials, especially mechanical ones. For this reason, early studies of VPPs were mainly devoted 

to their mechanical properties [2]. However, in recent years, the range of problems related to the 

creation of new materials of this type has significantly expanded. Accordingly, prospects for their 

wider practical application have emerged.  

One of the promising practical applications of these alloys is related to the creation of highly 

efficient thermoelectric energy converters [3-5]. It should be noted in this connection that the exist-

ence of a fundamental possibility to change the material structure, the solubility limit of specific el-

ements in it, as well as thermal and electrical properties by varying the composition has served as a 

basis for the introduction of a new term "entropic materials engineering" [3].  

Additional opportunities for controlling the thermal and electrical properties of HESs arise 

when semiconductor compounds are used for their creation. Thus, it was shown in [4] that the opti-

mal combination of thermal and electrical properties in the (GeTe)1-(MnZnCdTe3)x system can be 

achieved by doping with the donor impurity Sb.  

An important practical aspect of the fabrication of HPPs of a particular composition is the 

choice of appropriate technology and equipment. It is well known that not only the composition and 

total concentration of background impurities, but also distortions of the crystal lattice depend on 

this choice. 

Traditional methods of forming multi-component coatings are characterized by preliminary 

production of material of the same composition with subsequent transfer to the surface of the prod-

uct. This significantly complicates the process of coating formation and makes it inflexible due to 

the need to form coatings of different composition. Therefore, there is an urgent need to develop 

new technologies for the formation of multicomponent coatings. 

One of the concepts for solving the mentioned problem is to use technologies based on simul-

taneous sputtering (co-sputtering) of individual components of the coating by corresponding con-

trolled sources [6]. It should be noted that in recent years there has been a significant increase in in-

terest in such technologies and corresponding equipment [7]. At the same time, when implementing 

any of the mentioned technologies, it is problematic to ensure the uniformity of the composition of 

the coating over the area of the product [8].  

A natural way to solve this problem is to increase the number of sources of individual coating 

components while simultaneously reducing their size. However, a significant reduction in the size 

of traditional sources runs into fundamental limitations of both a physical and constructive charac-

ter. So, the development of such a sputtering system for the formation of multi-component coatings, 

which on the one hand would have in its composition a sufficiently large number of independent 

sources of coating components, which sizes can be varied within wide limits, and on the other hand 

would provide the possibility of controlling the mode of operation of each of these sources is actual 

today. 
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A new ion-plasma sputtering system was created at Kharkiv National Aerospace University 

«Kharkiv Aviation Institute» [9], which is a type of inverse magnetron systems [10]. The system 

provides sputtering of a large number of target cathodes of a simple design, made of individual 

coating components. Due to the absence of fundamental restrictions on the size of target cathodes, 

there is a possibility of forming homogeneous coatings of almost any composition. 

At the same time, our experience of operating the specified ion-plasma system indicates that 

the process of target cathodes sputtering with accelerated ions is affected by a number of interrelat-

ed parameters (electrical potentials on the electrodes of the sputtering system, current through the 

solenoids of the magnetic system, pressure of the plasma-forming gas, etc.). The consequence may 

be the sputtering of other structural elements of the technological chamber, and therefore uncon-

trolled alloying of the coating with additional components. Therefore, the objective of our work is 

to study the influence of metals from the composition of its structural elements on the structure and 

microhardness of WC coatings formed using a sputtering system.  

Specimens and methods of research 

Multicomponent coatings were formed on substrates made of 14X17 steel using inverse mag-

netron sputtering systems with a virtual anode, sectioned cathode assemblies with radial plasma 

flows. Segmented target cathodes made of pure tungsten and graphite were used to form tungsten 

carbide coatings. The thickness of the coatings was 3-6 microns.  

The content of additional elements in the composition of the obtained coatings is due to the 

scattering of elements of the technological compartment, namely electrical screens. The sputtering 

process of these screens was controlled by changing the electrical potential on them during the for-

mation of the coatings. The composition of the obtained coatings was studied using a scanning elec-

tron microscope REM-106. 

X-ray structural analysis was performed on a DRON-4-07 diffractometer in copper Cu-Kα ra-

diation using a nickel selective absorption filter. The rays reflected from the specimen were record-

ed by a scintillation detector. Instrumental conditions for recording diffractograms were the same 

for all specimens. 

The diffractograms were subjected to standard processing (background separation, selection of 

the Kα1-doublet, approximation of the diffraction peaks by the pseudo-Voigt function), which is 

necessary for the calculation of the coatings structure parameters. 

The calculation of the specimen’s coherent-scattering region (CSR) was carried out according 

to Scherer's formula [11] 

cos( )
D ,       (1) 

where D is the size of the CSR; λ –X-ray radiation wavelength; β – the actual physical expansion, 

and θ – the diffraction angle.  

It should be noted that Scherer's formula gives an approximate size of the CSR, since it takes 

into account only the broadening of the diffraction peaks due to dimensional effects.  

But since not all diffractograms have lines of two orders, the calculation was carried out by this 

method, and not by Williamson-Hall’s [12].  

The analysis was performed for the line due to the (111) plane. Annealed silicon powder had 

been used as a sample for determining instrumental line expansion.  

Using the value of the integral half-width of the reference sample lines, we had obtained an in-

strumental function that has been used to extract the true expansion β from the total expansion of 

the specimen lines.  

The microhardness of the specimens was measured using a PMT-3 microhardness tester, the 

weight of the load was 20 g. 
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Results and Discussion 

The composition of the studied coating specimens is given in the table 1. From it, we can see 

that in addition to the main components of the coatings – W and C – a large number of other ele-

ments are observed in their composition, in particular: Fe, Mo, Cr, Ni, Ti and O. The content of the 

last component in the composition of the coatings is probably due to the adsorption of water vapor 

by the surface of the specimens during their fitting in the technological compartment of the electron 

microscope. At the same time, the absence of H in the composition of coatings can be explained by 

the low sensitivity of the microscope analyzer sensor to light elements. 

According to the data presented in the table, the content of tungsten in the specimens varies 

widely. Moreover, as the content of this element decreases, the content of iron increases. At the 

same time, the chromium content does not change significantly from specimen to specimen. Nickel 

and titanium were found only in some specimens. It should be noted that the content of these two 

elements is relatively small. 

In our opinion, the presence of Fe, Cr, Ni and Ti in the coatings is due to the fact that, in addi-

tion to the target cathodes, only electric shields made of 12X18N9T steel, which includes these el-

ements, were sprayed in a controlled manner during the formation of the coatings. 

Typical X-ray diffractogram for studied coatings is shown on Figure 1. According to the results 

of structural and substructural characteristics calculation, only cubic tungsten carbide WC (structur-

al type B1, space group #225 [13]) with a rather small size of the DKR was found in the coatings. 

At the same time, in all specimens, the tungsten carbide lattice parameter significantly exceeds the 

value known from literary sources (a = 4.215Å [14]). Most likely, this is due to the presence of me-

chanical macrostresses in the coatings. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Typical X-ray diffractogram for WC coatings 

 

A comparative analysis of the CSR size, lattice period, and microhardness of coating speci-

mens have shown (Fig. 2) that with an increase in the first parameter, there is a tendency for de-

crease of the other two. Moreover, the microhardness of one of the coating specimens reaches 17 

GPa, which is a completely acceptable value for protective coatings based on tungsten carbide [15]. 

An important feature of the studied coating specimens is the presence of texture (200) in most 

of them. This is consistent with the results of our previous studies of WC coatings structure, which 

were also formed by the method of magnetron sputtering [16]. 
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Fig. 2. Dependence of the lattice parameter and microhardness of WC coating specimens on the size  

of the co-herent-scattering region 

 
                                                                                                         Table 1 

Content of elements in coating specimens 

#
 o

f 
sp

ec
im

en
 Mass content of elements in the coating, at. % 

M
ic
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W Fe Mo Cr C Ni Ti O  

13 75,6 6,5 9,2 1,3 4,8 - - 2,6 17,5 

67 72,4 6,9 11,9 1,2 4,5 - 2,8 0,3 5,0 

83 68,6 8,6 11,9 1,4 4,3 - 3,2 2,0 5,5 

52 63,7 15,2 9,3 4,8 4,2 1,6 - 1,2 4,7 

99 61,8 15,2 10,8 3,1 4,3 0,9 3,4 0,5 3,9 

55 43,5 32,1 5,9 9,8 2,9 4,1 - 1,7 6,0 

 

The given data obviously testify to the determining influence not only of the composition, but 

also of significantly non-equilibrium formation conditions on the structure and microhardness of the 

investigated coatings. It is the non-equilibrium conditions of atoms condensation, the nature of their 

interaction both with each other and with the substrate that causes the appearance of texture [17] 

and the substructure of coatings. The point of the maximal weakening of impurities influence on the 

structure and mechanical properties of WC coatings requires further research. 
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Conclusions 

As a result of additional sputtering of metals from the structural elements of the inverse magne-
tron sputtering system with sectioned cathode assemblies, multicomponent coatings based on tung-
sten carbide were formed. For the first time, the influence of the mentioned metals composition on 
the period of the crystal lattice, the size of X-rays coherents cattering region and the microhardness 
of coatings based on tungsten carbide have been determined. For the entire set of coating speci-
mens, the specified parameters are related to each other. It is assumed that the listed features of the 
crystal structure and the presence of texture are determined not only by additional components in 
the composition of coatings, but also by significantly non-equilibrium conditions of their formation. 

The obtained data, in our opinion, indicate the prospects of managing a wide range of physical 
and technical properties, including tribological, of multicomponent coatings based on tungsten car-
bide during their formation using inverse magnetron sputtering systems with sectioned cathode  
assemblies 
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